Searching for the Tree of Life in a Byzantine Monument of Athens 
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Panagia Gorgoepikoos: A Gem in the Centre of Athens 


The church of Gorgoepikou is depicted in an engraving by Du Moncel in 1840. 


At the most central point of the city, next to the modern Metropolis of Athens, it has stood for 
centuries as one of the most unique churches of the Middle Byzantine period (9th-12th century) 
that survive in Athens today. To most people, it is probably known as Agios Eleftherios or "Little 
Metropolis." The church was initially dedicated to Panagia Gorgoepikoos, an epithet denoting 
the Virgin Mary's ability to respond immediately to the prayers of the faithful. It was dedicated to 
St. Eleftherios after King Otto's forced flight from the country in 1863 when the church was 
repaired. 


The church was built around the end of the 12th century over the ruins of an ancient sanctuary of 
Elythia, a goddess who helped women in childbirth. The initiative for building the Byzantine 
church is attributed to the scholarly metropolitan of Athens, Michael Choniati. During the period 
of Ottoman rule, the temple was part of the residence of the metropolitans of Athens. In 1841, 
after the establishment of the new Greek state, the church housed the Athens Public Library. 


Gorgoepikoos is a church with unique characteristics. The dome is made of stones and bricks in a 
harmonious combination (brick-enclosed system), while hewn stones and marble slabs were used 


for the rest of the church, salvaged from the ruins of buildings of previous historical periods. 
Thus, the upper part is decorated with ninety marble relief slabs from ancient Greek, Roman, 
early Christian and Byzantine buildings. 


One performance, a thousand words... 


This is a detail of an ancient relief from the upper part of the temple's western side depicting the ancient Attic 
calendar. It describes the Syrian activities and religious festivals associated with each month. 


In Byzantine reliefs, we can observe that animals, mythical creatures, and animals fighting each 
other dominate around the Tree of Life. All are surrounded by crosses and circles. The 
arrangement of the relief plates tells a story with hidden meanings. Their symbolism focuses on 
the power of Christianity to vanquish evil. In this way, ancient bas-reliefs, which in Christian 
times were considered to carry demonic powers and provoke fear, have been Christianised and 
purified by their carved cross symbol. 


Strange as it may seem today, the people of the Middle Byzantine period had no difficulty 
decoding these symbolic meanings. This was due to their familiarity with the Lives of Saints, the 
most popular and widespread readings of the Byzantines. In these texts, we find many episodes 
that refer to the saints' overcoming and appropriation of the powers of wild animals by the saints 
using the symbol of the cross as a weapon. We can conclude that the Byzantines were familiar 
with similar iconographic themes. 


On the left, an ancient relief depicting a naked man is Christianized with the cross symbol. On the right, the struggle 
between Good and Evil is symbolized by the battle of the two animals. 


The Tree of Life, a precious gift of immortality 


According to the Old Testament, the Tree of Life was planted by God in the middle of paradise, 
next to the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, with which it is inextricably linked, not without 
reason. According to patristic interpretations, there can be no life without knowledge, nor is there 
any secure knowledge without real life. Besides, the First-Created, after tasting the fruits of the 
Tree of Knowledge and being equated with God as to the knowledge of Good and Evil, were 
expelled from paradise so as not to taste the fruits of the Tree of Life and thus become immortal. 
The Tree of Life is a tree whose fruits are given to the righteous. It is, therefore, considered a 
symbol of paradise and immortality. Besides, several ecclesiastical writers have allegorically and 
typologically linked the tree with Christ and the Cross. These interpretations are often reflected 
in art. 


The First-Created in Paradise, miniature from a 12th-century manuscript (Vatican, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana) 


On the left is the Tree of Life, depicted on two marble slabs above the central entrance of the church (on the west 
side). On the right, sphinxes and lions protect the symbol of eternal life. 


Searching for the Tree of Life in the temple of Gorgoepikou 


The Tree of Life is depicted several times on the slabs of the western side of the Gorgoepikoos. 
There is the main entrance to the temple, the earthly kingdom of God. Mythological creatures 
and wild animals surround the heavenly symbol. These creatures, flanked by crosses, acquire 
positive energy and thus become good guardians of the Tree. For the believers of the time, 
therefore, the depiction of the Tree at the entrance to the temple symbolically signified the 
entrance to paradise and, therefore, to eternal life. 


The Tree of Life was also symbolized in other ways, such as the depictions of the Life-Giving 
Fountain or the leafy cross on plaques on the west side of the church. Consequently, these 
representations are associated with the eternal life promised by the Christian Church to its 
faithful. 


On the left, the ancient relief is purified with the cross symbol. On the right, depictions of the Life-giving Spring, 
another paradisiacal symbol, are on two marble slabs on the west side of the temple. 


One monument, many stories... 


The Byzantine church of Gorgoepikoos looks like a living museum that still stands intact in the 
heart of the city, next to the cathedral, in the shadow of the beautiful tree garden surrounding it. 
Each piece of the museum takes us back to a different era. Each performance hides a different 
story and simultaneously expresses man's eternal fear of death and the search for the path to 
immortality. Here, we meet the timelessness of the symbol of eternal life and the tree of each of 
our lives. 


Environment and Culture 


The new institution of the Ministry of Culture, "Environment and Culture," aims to highlight the 
inextricable ties that connect the natural and cultural wealth of the country. This inaugurates 
another channel of communication that brings citizens on the side of efforts to protect natural and 
cultural heritage. The theme of the celebration for 2008 is: "The Tree of Life in Four Seasons," 
with the symbolism deriving from its form and its depiction in art over time. The Directorate of 
Museums, Exhibitions and Educational Programmes, in collaboration with the 1st Ephorate of 
Byzantine Antiquities, participates in this celebration of spring, open museums and 
archaeological sites, where monuments live in harmony with nature, inviting everyone to the 
Byzantine church of Panagia Gorgoepikoos in Athens. 
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